Aims: The classification approach presented here was developed to provide a national-scale quantitative plotbased vegetation classification of New Zealand. Methods: The classification approach consists of two hierarchically nested levels: alliances and associations. Forested (forests and shrublands) and non-forested (herbaceous) vegetation were considered two distinct consistent classification sections, differentiated by the use of cover abundance values versus relative species ranks to define vegetation types respectively. Noise clustering was used to define vegetation classes. After defuzzification of fuzzy memberships, a given plot record either (1) belongs to one vegetation type only; (2) is deemed transitional; or (3) is left unassigned (i.e. belongs to the noise, outlier, class). Results and Conclusions: The main advantage of this model is that it enables extensions of the classification by recognizing that some plots in the current classification are best left unassigned until enough data are available to robustly define a vegetation type. The system now includes 29 alliances and 79 associations of forest/shrubland vegetation, and 25 alliances and 56 associations of non-forested vegetation. Although recent, the classification system has been adopted for both basic and applied research, the latter often contracted by land management and policy agencies.
Purpose, scope and history
The classification approach reported here was developed in response to a commission by New Zealand's Department of Conservation (DOC) to address the fact that there was no national-scale classification of vegetation communities underpinned by quantitative plot-based data. One of DOC's long-term goals has been to have a classification system of vegetation communities that can be spatially defined across New Zealand for planning and reporting purposes. The ecological (thematic) scope of the resulting classes covers those parts of the landscape where vegetation composition is largely driven by natural processes (i.e. land that is not intensively managed), but the classification approach developed can be applied to any kind of vegetation, provided that compositional gradients can be appropriately described using dissimilarity measures.
The initial aim of the classification system was to provide a framework for reporting on a range of natural heritage indicators proposed by Lee et al. (2005) . These indicators were already reported at a national scale, but there was a need for reporting at a finer thematic resolution (i.e. within broad vegetation types). The view was that this would also permit extrapolation to areas where vegetation had not been sampled with plots. Other benefits of having such a classification system are that the vegetation classes could i) be used in planning (e.g. the identification and management of vegetation communities that are poorly represented in protected areas); ii)
